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An obsession with issues such as trans rights distracts us from the greater challenges of our age like climate 
change 


Oh, Lisa Nandy! We thought you were sensible. Then you come out with some woke hokum (wokum?) on 
trans rights. You tell us that violent male sex offenders who transition — including child rapists — “should be 
accommodated in a prison of their choosing”. Yes, convicted rapists and sex attackers should be allowed 
into women’s prisons, reckons Nandy. Will we be offering Ms Child Rapist an in-cell Nespresso machine and 
goose-down pillows, too? 


Increasingly the upper echelons of the Labour Party seem to be the creation of some calculating Tory 
millionaire who has paid a band of actors to say things so electorally repellent that the socialists will be out of 
power for a generation. Thank heavens, then, for the sense of Tony Blair, the traitor who had the temerity to 
actually win elections for Labour, who has warned his old comrades not to make transgender rights “our big 
thing”, urging the party not to become an “NGO or a pressure group”. 


Woke warriors frothing about Blair’s intervention would do well to remember under whose watch came the 
watershed for transgender rights: the Gender Recognition Act 2004. Whatever his flaws as a politician, the 
former Labour leader has long been a champion of equality before the law, a man who has taken serious 
steps to prevent people being bullied or discriminated against on account of what they are. Yet Blair can also 
see that for the left to indulge in culture wars with the right, to throw its entire weight behind Twitter-friendly 
causes, is politically disastrous. “Our task is to win power, to get our hands stuck into the muddy mangle of 
governing, where out of it can be pulled the prize of progress.” 


“The prize of progress’. This, | think, is what is behind so much of the current obsession with trans rights. 
While those on the right of politics tend to be more easily satisfied with incremental change, those on the left 
long for progress of the most dramatic kind: revolutions ignited, injustices righted, shackles thrown off the 
poor and oppressed. Those on the left yearn to hold aloft the prize of progress, to say: “I was at the march... 
| organised the boycott .. . | helped pass the law . . . | campaigned for the reforms . . . that tipped the scales 
from injustice to justice”. They want to be Rosa Parks on the bus, the man in front of the tank in Tiananmen 
Square. 


In decades past those on the left had clear and grievous wrongs to fight — such as the criminalisation of 
homosexuality or grossly unequal pay for women — and left-wing activists today want to win their own 
progressive stripes. Trouble is, as the decades roll on, there are fewer clear-cut fights to fight. A lot of the old 
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villains have been successfully slain by regulations, laws or cultural change. The greedy boss class has been 
chastened by workplace rules, the overtly racist and homophobic brought to heel by equality legislation, the 
misogynist dinosaurs humbled by the rise of professional, capable women. Yes, there remain inequalities 
and subtle prejudice but the causes of these things are more muddy than they used to be. In terms of 
solutions that are in the gift of government, low-hanging fruit is very scarce. 


That is why the left is making a great crusade of trans rights: they believe they have found fresh territory to 
“take” in the name of progress. This desire explains so many battles in the culture wars beyond trans rights. 
When those on the left fuss over whether a bakery will print a gay-friendly message on a cake, or whether 
there are sufficient numbers of non-white people in an 18th-century drama on TV, or some other seemingly 
minor issue, they are reaching for the glittering (and increasingly elusive) prize of progress. 


Yet we cannot simply blame the left for our current preoccupation with identity politics. It takes two sides to 
fight the culture wars, and we who feel part of what might be termed “the sensible majority” are increasingly 
absorbed with all this too. Of course, sometimes these culture war issues matter, as in the case of violent 
trans offenders being admitted to women’s prisons. Yet often the storms that fill column inches don't really 
matter at all: someone choosing to refer to themselves with a different pronoun, say, or the removal of 
“Easter” from chocolate eggs, or the rise of vegan products. More and more the collective attention span of 
our nation fixates on the trivial and the irritating at the expense of the serious and significant. And herein lies 
the reason for our obsession with the culture wars. In an age of huge problems that seem impossible to solve 
— climate change, uncontrolled migration, cyberwarfare, automation — there is comfort to be had in arguing 
over what is relatively trivial. 


Human beings are primed to fix problems. In our hunter-gatherer days we lived in communities of no more 
than about 150; a small enough number to discuss and confront problems together, be they scarcity or 
sabre-toothed tigers. Today’s challenges defeat communities of millions. Their causes lie beyond our 
borders, our jurisdiction, our understanding. Psychologists warn that eco-anxiety is on the rise because what, 
really, can we usefully do? Recycling plastic bottles is noble but hardly game-changing. Many across the 
West worry about the impact of migration on public services but, again, as individuals we are powerless. The 
march of the machines leaves many uneasy about the impact on jobs, livelihoods and happiness but what 
can we as individuals do about the relentless “progress” of technology? Our own governments are in thrall to 
big tech because they don’t truly understand it. We are overwhelmed, we are impotent, we are tiny flotsam 
floating in the wake of forces beyond our control. In this age of complexity, we seek refuge in simplicities — 
and the culture wars can seem blissfully simple. Here are problems we feel we really can solve, whether we 
are woke warriors on Twitter piling on to some hapless person for making an unthinking (and career-ending) 
remark, or one of the sensible majority trying to speak out against the latest PC lunacy. 


This impulse to fix something fixable is understandable. But the danger is that while absorbed by culture war 
spats we fail to grapple with the more difficult issues before us. We fiddle while the planet burns, and while 
technologies develop against our interests. It is not just the Labour leadership candidates who need to prise 
themselves from the quagmire of the culture wars, but all of us. 
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